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Tragic Irony in Catherine Durand’s 
Comédies en proverbes 
THERESA VARNEY KENNEDY 
In Catherine Durand’s humorous Comédies en proverbes, the author con-
sistently places the characters in situations where there is a discrepancy 
between the expected outcome of their actions and the actual results of 
their actions, which is intended to amuse the reader. However, it is the 
female characters who appear to suffer the most, and are systematically 
punished when their actions do not comply with the behavior expected of 
them. For instance, in the third proverb, Mlle Dumeny avoids the theater 
and dancing in order to appear virtuous, yet openly declares her love to the 
Chevalier. When her mother realizes that her daughter is far from the model 
of virtue she claims to be, she decides to send her to a convent. In the fifth 
proverb illustrating the proverb “Pour un plaisir, mille douleurs,” two 
young girls, Julie and Elise, are engaged to be married. Believing that their 
soon-to-be marital enslavement entitles them to a little fun, they stay out all 
night carousing with their friends. As a result, they are condemned to the 
convent for having compromised their families’ reputations. Although 
Durand clearly wrote these comedy proverbs to serve as entertainment, my 
analysis suggests a tragic irony hidden beneath the surface of them. 
Durand’s comedies point to an injustice in which women are condemned as 
models of chastity in life and in the world of theater.  
An accomplished writer known best for her novels, Durand is perhaps 
one of the first female playwrights to publish a set of French dramatic 
proverbs.1 According to Clarence Brenner, who has done extensive research 
                                         
1  Durand published a number of novels and semi-historical works which include La 
Comtesse de Mortane (Paris: Barbin, 1699); Mémoires de la cour de Charles VII, 2 
vols. (Paris, 1700); Œuvres mêlées (Paris, 1701); Le comte de Cardonne, ou la 
Constance victorieuse, histoire sicilienne (Paris, 1702); Les Belles Grecques, ou 
l’Histoire des plus fameuses courtisanes de la Grèce (Paris: Saugrain, 1712); Henri, duc 
des Vandales (Paris, 1714); and Les Petits Soupers d’été, 2 vols. (Paris: Prault, 1733). 
A collection of her works was published posthumously under this title: Œuvres de 
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on this genre, her recueil and that of Mme de Maintenon are the earliest 
dramatic proverbs to have been preserved.2 The dramatic proverbs were a 
product of the salons in the second half of the seventeenth century and have 
their roots in devinettes, or enigmas made popular by the Hôtel de Ram-
bouillet. These were guessing games or poems in which the subject of the 
riddle was to be deciphered by the salonniers at the very end. Since the 
salonniers also enjoyed proverbs and maxims in the seventeenth century, 
another society game called the jeu des proverbes is also an influence of the 
dramatic proverb genre. In this pastime, the objective was to demonstrate 
one’s wit by conversing in proverbs, in the attempt to “outdo” one’s com-
petitor. As the théâtre de société, or private theatrical performances, had 
come into fashion during the last years of the reign of Louis XIII, the 
dramatic proverb, in which the actors and actresses act out the proverb, is 
truly an extension of all of these activities and diversions associated with 
the salon. During the time that courtly life centered around Versailles and 
Louis XIV, amateur plays were rarely performed in the salons, but by the 
end of the century, the performances of proverbs in country houses had 
become popular.  
Durand’s plays, printed as an appendix in the first volume of the Voyage 
de Campagne, by the Comtesse de Murat, appear in 1699. Although there is 
little known about the life of Durand, it is clear that the Countess, who also 
wrote a dramatic proverb, held her in high esteem.3 She writes of Durand in 
the Voyage de Campagne: “Je suis obligée d’avertir que je n’ai point du tout 
part aux proverbes qui seront à la fin de mon voyage. Ils ont été faits par 
une personne de beaucoup d’esprit dont on verra paraître dans peu l’histoire 
de Madame de Mortane” (380-81).  
As Brenner suggests, Durand’s plays are quite polished, as though she 
had intended to have them published (4), but it is unknown as to whether 
or not they were performed. The ten short dramatic proverbs contained in 
this recueil are primarily constructed around the themes of love and mar-
riage. In terms of form, they are brief so that they might be performed in 
10-15 minutes by the salonniers. Each play illustrates a proverb in such a 
way that allows the spectators or readers to decipher the mot at the very 
end. Oftentimes it is not so obvious, so as to present a challenge. 
                                                                                                                       
Madame Durand, 6 vols. (Paris: Prault, 1757). Found in this collection are some 
comedy proverbs, the libretto for her opera Adraste, a poem entitled “La Ven-
geance contre soi-même,” a short story taken from Cent Nouvelles nouvelles, and an 
ode dedicated to the King which won an award from the French Academy in 1701.  
2  See Brenner 2.  
3  A proverb, which may have been written by the Countess herself, appears in 
Voyage de campagne 137-144.  
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While some dramatic proverbs are intended to serve as didactic tools, 
Durand’s plays are primarily for entertaining salon goers.4 The fact that 
these plays were not written to be performed publicly gives Durand the 
freedom to ignore bienséances,5 particularly in terms of characterization. The 
salon was clearly where, as Faith Beasley states, “women had their own 
space […] through which they exercised their own forms of power, their 
‘feminine sovereignty.’ This sphere intersected little with the officially 
recognized literary sphere, the one to which the French Academy belonged” 
(Mastering Memory, 1). Durand’s servants and female characters, in par-
ticular, do not comply with the French Academy’s standards. When 
depicting females on stage, playwrights typically imitated Aristotle. In 
Poetics he explicitly states that “it is possible for the character to be 
courageous, but this to be an inappropriate way for a woman to display 
courage or cleverness” (24). Likewise, La Mesnardière, in La Poétique, echos 
his ideas:  
Pour la propriété des mœurs, le poète doit considérer qu’il ne faut jamais 
introduire sans nécessité absolue, ni une fille vaillante, ni une femme 
savante, ni un valet judicieux [...] et qu’ainsi de mettre au Théâtre ces trois 
espèces de personnes avec ces nobles conditions, c’est chocquer directement 
la vraisemblance ordinaire. (137)  
As Gethner’s study illustrates, Durand’s female characters appear to outwit 
the male characters in her proverbs.6 While this is quite true, my analysis 
will show that their witty antics do not go without punishment in most 
cases, demonstrating an inability to rise above the system that constrains 
them. In fact, in the case of the female characters, their actions produce an 
outcome that directly opposes that which they had intended, pointing to the 
existence of cultural forces tragically beyond their control.  
Most of the female characters that appear in Durand’s proverbs are the 
exact opposite of the frail, passive, and unenlightened females they are 
supposed to emulate. Indeed, they are more reflective of the gallant society 
in the second half of the seventeenth century in which women often 
daringly seek love and pursue men for themselves. As L’Abbé Cotin in his 
Œuvres galantes (1663) confirms “c’est aujourd’hui la mode que les femmes 
fassent les avances” (244). For example, in Proverb 6, Mlle d’Angine, 
                                         
4  Contrastingly, Madame de Maintenon, Durand’s contemporary, had written her 
Conversations and Proverbs for the young girls of her school at Saint-Cyr. These 
were intended to provide them not only with training in the art of acting, but also 
in moral instruction.  
5  Perry Gethner makes this argument in “Playful Wit in Salon Games”, 225. 
6  See “Playful Wit in Salon Games”, 226. 
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imprisoned by her perhaps well-intentioned mother in a country house, is in 
love with the lukewarm Chevalier de Monière. However, he is seemingly 
unable or unwilling to whisk her away from her over-protective mother 
Mme d’Angine. Indeed, he protests the very idea: “Je vous enlèverai! Et où 
vous mènerai-je? Je n’ai point d’argent, premièrement” (336). It is Mlle 
d’Angine who plans their elopement. In the end they ride off into the sunset 
together. The proverb illustrated in this play is “Il n’est point de belles 
Prisons, ni de laides Amours.”  
Other “witty women” who appear to overstep their boundaries appear in 
Proverb 4. When two galant petits-maîtres, Le Baron and Le Vicomte, grow 
bored with their mistresses, they devise a plan to swap partners. The instant 
that Angélique and Hortence realize what they are attempting to do, they 
endeavor to beat them at their own game of seduction. As soon as the men 
become conscious of their mistresses’ duplicity, they grow angry and lash 
out at them, calling themselves heros, as though their intentions had been 
pure all along: “Pour nous qui n’avons que la fierté des Héros, et qui n’en 
avons ni les faiblesses, ni les fadeurs, nous abandonnons courageusement 
deux scélérates, qui n’avaient d’autres vues que de nous tromper” (244). 
Their unjust anger stems from their preconceived notions about women. 
They are shocked and surprised at having been hoodwinked by women, 
who traditionally do not play the role of the séducteur. The proverb illus-
trated in this play is “Qui court deux Lièvres n’en prend point.” While this 
situation is comical, at the same time Durand’s humour reveals the double 
standards that govern the conduct of men and of women in her society. Men 
are allowed to pursue, while women are only permitted to play the passive 
role throughout the game of courtship. Whereas the female characters in 
Proverbs 6 and 4 have escaped relatively unharmed for having violated 
codes of conduct, the others are not as fortunate, particularly when mar-
riage is concerned. 
In Proverb 2 Mme de Montiré proves herself to be very unlucky in love. 
Her husband, M. de Montiré, suffering from a kind of mid-life crisis, is in 
love with a young girl, Mlle Dupin. He attempts to seduce her right under 
the eyes of his wife. To convince Mlle Dupin of the sincerity of his passion 
for her, he argues that since marriage is always a loveless union, he cannot 
possibly be in love with his wife:  
C’est donc là ce qui vous empêche d’abandonner entièrement votre cœur à 
ma passion? Ah! Mademoiselle, qu’il est aisé de vous guerir! C’est ma 
femme, ce mot emporte une satyre; avez-vous vû bien des gens de mon âge 
& de mon humeur aimer leurs femmes? On peut avoir quelque vivacité les 
premiers jours du mariage; mais que le dégoût suit de près! Qu’on est 
ennuyé d’une personne à qui on se voit lié pour toute sa vie! Ce fatal 
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engagement, loin de soûmettre la raison, révolte tous les sens contre luy. 
Les heures qu’on est forcé de donner à quelque bienseance, paroissent d’une 
langueur insupportable. (160) 
M. de Montiré’s statement reveals the sad state of the institution of marriage 
in the seventeenth century – a marriage of convenience in which neither 
party, the husband or the wife, marries in accordance with his or her 
inclination. We might list the existence of numerous treatises in which the 
authors discourage parents from allowing their childrens’ inclinations to 
affect their choice of spouse in an arranged marriage.7 Marriage was seen by 
most church fathers as intended for the purpose of reproduction. Infidelity 
in marriage thus becomes inevitable. In the secular world, it is quite under-
stood and well-accepted that the husband will take on one or many 
mistresses. In fact, as Wendy Gibson finds, it is a “feather in the cap of any 
man to have, or at least to appear to have more than one woman at his 
disposal” (63). This idea is echoed in Mme de Montiré’s words when she 
addresses Mlle Dupin concerning her husband’s infidelity: “Si Monsieur de 
Montiré n’a pas les mêmes manieres pour moy, c’est que je luy suis acquise 
& qu’il espere vous acquerir” (165). Now that he is married, and his 
financial situation secure, M. de Montiré is free to pursue mistresses. M. de 
Montiré agrees with her reasoning, stating: “Vos jugemens sont justes, 
Madame; connoissez-vous bien des maris qui s’amusent à courtiser leurs 
femmes? (165) It was not acceptable however, that a married woman 
should also take a lover, as her infidelity would directly threaten the purity 
of the bloodline should she give birth to illegitimate children.8 Furthermore, 
if she were to lose her chastity, the woman in particular was prone to give 
into other vices.9 For Mme de Montiré, the desire for revenge gives her the 
courage to violate this double standard by openly declaring her passion for 
the Chevalier, who has been attempting to seduce her for years, suggesting 
that they put aside their foolish game:  
Pourquoy cette modestie à contretems? La vangeance est douce, la voye 
que je prens pour me vanger n’est pas rude; franchissons le pas. Le service 
que vous me pouvez rendre, Chevalier, c’est de m’aimer avec ardeur, avec 
fidélité, & surtout sans aucun de ces ménagements que les hommes ont 
inventez par un pretendu rafinement de discretion, mais en effet pour être 
                                         
7  Jeanne de Schomberg, the Duchesse de Liancourt states in Règlement: “Ne mariez 
jamais vos filles pour suivre seulement leur inclination …” (134).  
8  Villethierry states, “Quant à la question que l’on propose ordinairement, scavoir 
lequel des deux du mari ou de la femme qui commet adultere est le plus criminel; 
on pourroit dire que la consideration des enfans dont la naissance est incertaine, 
lorsque la femme a commerce avec plusieurs hommes, aggrave son péché” (159).  
9  See Courtin 270-3.   
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plus libres & pour partager leurs tems entre trois ou quatre maîtresses. 
(169-170) 
Here Mme de Montiré makes a small number of faux pas in declaring her 
love to the Chevalier. One, she expects that he will want to remain faithful 
to just one mistress. And two, she admits her love for the Chevalier first, a 
practice generally forbidden in the seventeenth century. 10 While he is 
flattered by her proposition, Mme de Montiré’s bold female declaration is 
cruelly rejected by the Chevalier. To rub salt in the wound, he declares his 
preference for Mlle Dupin: “Que j’aime Mademoiselle Dupin! Que Monsieur 
de Montiré a raison de vous la preferer!”(173-4) At this moment M. de 
Montiré enters and discovers the Chevalier on his knees before his wife. This 
open display of affection angers him and he supposes that his wife has been 
unfaithful. He demonstrates his hypocritical nature by threatening to dis-
honor her and notify her parents of her comportment. Mme de Montiré 
challenges him by threatening to request a legal separation.11 They finally 
agree to live in a “union apparente” as do so many other couples in their 
predicament.  
This dramatic play illustrating the proverb, “A bon chat, bon rat,” which 
pokes fun at the seventeenth-century mariage de convenance, is comical in 
nature. However, it draws out a number of double standards that exist in 
society with regards to male and female behavior. While females are gain-
ing more rights in society, such as legal separation, they are still expected to 
remain submissive even while their husbands are unfaithful.12 Mme de 
                                         
10  For instance, Du Boscq in The Accomplish’d woman discourages women from 
voicing their passions first, alluding to Virgil’s Dido whose overt affections 
resulted in the departure of Aeneas: “Why was Dido so surpris’d at the departure 
of Aeneas? But because, instead of receiving him as a stranger, she let her 
affections upon him without knowing whether he had any for her, it was an 
imperfect contract, where the articles were sign’d but by one party” (233). 
11  See Gibson 85-6. Women in the seventeenth century could request a séparation des 
biens which protected a woman’s wealth against a husband who indulged in 
reckless or extravagant spending (or gambling). A séparation des corps allowed a 
woman who was suffering from physical abuse to leave her husband’s home and 
take shelter with a family member or a convent. The Catholic Church was quite 
against this kind of separation and regarded it as extravagant. It was allowed only 
when all possible solutions were exhausted. 
12  In the chapter “La consolation et la direction d’une femme, qui a un mary 
débauché et peu chaste,” Le Blanc simply advises women to remain steadfast in 
their prayers: “Interposez-y le secours du Ciel […] Ne desesperez jamais de 
l’amendement de vostre mary. Continuez vos prieres, faites dire des Messes […] 
afin que Dieu rompe les chaisnes qui l’attachent” (145). He even attempts to 
convince the female reader that her husband’s infidelity is most likely due to her 
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Montiré’s unexpected attempts to avenge herself through a love affair are 
immediately discouraged by the Chevalier who is turned off by her 
directness. Her actions are not rewarded as she would have expected, since 
women are expected to remain chaste, even in the case of an adulterous 
husband. In seventeenth-century society, a man who attempts to seduce a 
woman is considered to be gallant, but a woman who pursues her desires, is 
monstrous. 
In Proverb 3, Mlle Dumeny is punished as well when she makes a 
declaration of love to a Chevalier who does not return her affections. It is 
quite true that she admittedly poses as a prude purposefully avoiding the 
theater and dancing: “J’ay tâché à me distinguer par de dehors qui ne 
manquent jamais de faire leur effet. J’ay fui les spectacles, les bals, les 
parures: ma propreté a été simple; mais je n’ay point exclu les sentiments du 
cœur; au contraire, j’ay imaginé un plaisir infini à tromper toute la terre, et 
à extroquer une réputation, qui n’est pas moins honorable pour celuy qui en 
connoît la fausseté, que pour celle qui la possede” (196-7). However 
deceitful she may seem, can her conduct truly be criticized when she is 
merely doing what is expected of her? Numerous are the seventeenth-
century treatises which dissuade women from pursuing any such pleasures 
for themselves, and discourage them from giving into feelings of love. Mme 
de Lambert in Avis d’une mère à sa fille states, “Soyez retenue sur les 
spectacles. Il n’y a point de dignité à se montrer toujours […] d’ailleurs le 
grand usage des spectacles affaiblit le goût” (34). And like many other 
moralistic writers from her time period, she discourages her daughter from 
pursuing love altogether: “Dès qu’il s’est fait sentir, fuyez, n’écoutez point 
les plaintes de votre cœur” (55). Mme de Cassagne, the cousin of Mlle 
Dumeny’s mother, suspects that Mlle Dumeny is not who she appears to be 
and deduces that she is in love with the Chevalier. Perhaps driven by 
jealousy and a desire to punish her, Mme de Cassagne concocts a plan to 
make Mlle Dumeny’s true feelings known, leaving her alone with the 
Chevalier. Mlle Dumeny cannot resist, and declares her love, not knowing 
that she has walked straight into a trap set by Mme de Cassagne, who 
immediately informs Mme Dumeny of her daughter’s duplicity. Mlle 
Dumeny’s punishment will be to spend the remainder of her days in a con-
vent for having masked her true nature for so long. Like Mme de Montiré, 
her unexpected boldness in matters of love is met with much disdain. The 
proverb illustrated here is “On ne connoît pas le vin au cercle.” Although we 
                                                                                                                       
own behavior! (141). While he never advises the female to divorce her husband he 
encourages the male to do so: “Si vous n’y voyez nul amandement, quittez-là […] 
comme c’est une cruauté de chasser une femme chaste: aussi est-ce une folie & une 
injustice de retenir une prostituée” (376-77). 
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may not sympathize with the female protagonist, Durand paints the portrait 
of a society in which young women are discouraged from revealing their 
true sentiments. As soon as Mlle Dumeny allows love to enter her heart, one 
of the most natural sentiments, and one which she feels she should be free 
to express, she is condemned for it.  
In the fifth proverb, two young girls, Elise and Julie receive the same 
punishment for arranging their own impromptu “bachelorette party.” Elise 
and Julie, both engaged to be married, are dismayed, having resigned 
themselves to loveless marriages. Elise mournfully states “qu’il est horrible-
ment triste de ne voir que des gens à qui on est destiné” (248). Julie defends 
the idea of their gallant escapade asserting that these little occasions must 
be intended as relief for their sorrowful predicament provided by a 
generous God: “Ah sans doute, le ciel aide aux personnes de notre âge que 
l’on veut trop contraindre à ne voir que leurs futurs époux” (249). Having 
justified their reasons for a little adventure, Julie and Elise sneak out of the 
house to go carousing with the courtly society all night while the maid, 
Lisette, covers for them. However, Madame Dubens, Elise’s mother, is 
suspicious when she sees the girls already dressed and ready so early in the 
morning after supposedly having spent the previous evening at the opera. 
Unfortunately for them, they had been seen the night before by the servant 
Romain, whose master just happens to be the fiancé of Elise, and he informs 
their mothers of their bad behavior. Even more condemning, is the fact that 
their fiancés have already heard all about their wild adventures through 
some young men of the court who were bragging about their amorous 
conquests. Although their fiancés believe this bragging to be simply “mé-
disances,” they cannot consider marrying women who are suspected of 
having lost their virginity, and they immediately break off their engage-
ments. Lisidor’s comments are a reminder of the limited possibilities for 
young girls in the seventeenth century who have compromised their chas-
tity and their families’ honor: “Elles ont voulu risquer un avant-goût du 
mariage, qui les privera du mariage effectif, au moins si elles ne trouvent 
quelques gens arrivez des Indes, qui ignorent leurs petits déportemens” 
(169-70). Their punishment is to spend the remainder of their days in a 
convent. Madame de Cimière promises her daughter that she will find her 
“un cloître si austere” that she will learn to detest “mille fois le jour le per-
nicieux divertissement” that she sought to indulge in (271-2). The mot 
illustrated in this play is “pour un plaisir, milles douleurs.”  
This dramatic proverb is humorous in that the girls think that they can 
get away with staying out all night and sowing their wild oats, normally a 
male privilege in the seventeenth century. It is quite expected for young 
men to want to gallivant, but for young girls to feel the need to do so is un-
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thinkable. In the seventeenth century, much emphasis was placed on the 
virginal qualities of the bride-to-be. For instance, in the Traité de l’excellence 
du mariage, Sieur de la Terriere, addressing his male readers, states that it is 
important “d’épouser une fille qui soit jeune & vierge, afin que l’on puisse 
facilement la former aux bonnes mœurs” (255-256). As for the men, vir-
ginity was not always emphasized. Since the primary objective of marriage 
was procreation, they were in some cases encouraged to lose their virginity 
by practicing on prostitutes before the wedding night.13 A woman’s honor 
on the other hand, was directly tied to her chastity. Once it or her reputa-
tion was tarnished, there was no redemption. She was an outcast having no 
recourse for her action.  
The tenth and final dramatic proverb features the most outrageous 
female protagonist. While they are in Paris, Mlle d’Alrane’s parents have 
confined her to their château in the country with only a female servant to 
keep her company. Even though her servant suggests such wholesome 
pastimes as walking in the garden or reading, Mlle d’Alrane is bored with 
those activities and suggests that they get drunk on wine. Then she decides 
that it would be even more amusing if the idiot peasant boy Colas were 
there to entertain them and to serve them in the castle. So Catos goes to 
fetch him and bring him back to the castle. Mlle d’Alrane considers 
marrying him just to anger her parents for having forced her into solitude: 
“Ah, Catos, je commence à me desennuyer! Je sçay bien que cette maniere 
de vivre trouvera des censeurs; mais que m’importe. Il faut remonter à la 
source, & s’en prendre à ceux qui me réduisent à cette extremité” (476).  
Mlle d’Alrane’s thoughts of creating a mésalliance out of vengeance is 
one of the greatest insults that a child can make to her parents in the 
seventeenth century. In order to ensure the wealth, property, and titles of all of 
those affected by the union, marriage negotiations were to be conducted by the 
families of the couple.14 Le Blanc in La Direction et la consolation des 
personnes mariées ou les moyens infaillibles de faire un mariage heureux, d’un 
qui seroit malheureux (1664) discourages young people from taking matters 
into their own hands: “Le meilleur conseil que je puisse vous donner est 
[…] de vous informer des inclinations & de la volonté de vostre pere, de 
vostre mere, & de vos autres parens. Surtout, ne vous mes-alliez jamais, ny 
pour ce qui concerne les biens, ny pour ce qui regarde la noblesse” (17-8). 
To marry well below her station is to put the family’s financial status at risk. 
                                         
13  See entries in L’Estoile, Journal, Vol. 2: 488; Dangeau, Journal, Vol. 3, 127; 
Héroard, Journal, passim. 
14  Villethierry voices the very same ideas concerning social status: “Que selon les Saints 
Peres il seroit à souhaiter qu’il y eût égalité, soit pour l’âge, pour les biens, & pour la 
naissance entre ceux qui contractent mariage.” 
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Furthermore, it was highly inadvisable for males to marry a woman who 
was of higher status since she would be less inclined to be obedient.15  
Although the dramatic proverb is open-ended, we can well imagine what 
Mlle d’Alrane’s fate will be after her parents return home to find their only 
daughter living in their château with a man well below her station. This 
proverb illustrating the mot “oisiveté est mère de tout vice,” does not permit 
us to sympathize with the protagonist. Even though the author does not 
pardon her outrageous acts, when we examine this proverb in the light of 
the other dramatic proverbs we have analyzed, we conclude that she seems 
to find fault with the system itself, or the practice of confining young 
women both physically and emotionally.  
Through their unconventional actions, Durand’s female characters in 
particular seem to spill out of the frames that define the spaces they are 
normally allowed to inhabit. Durand questions the passive roles that women 
have been assigned in traditional classical theater, since the practice of 
gallantry has indeed tended to include women in the second half of the 
century. Women in society are no longer playing passive roles, and thus 
female characters should no longer be passive either. Their boldness in 
matters of love signals a rejection of the traditional female character role 
and an embracement of the new system of courtship favored by the société 
mondaine in the latter half of the seventeenth century. Even the Marquise de 
Lambert, in her Réflexions sur les femmes, expresses the idea that exchanges 
between men and women have changed, stating that the “nation française 
soit déchue de l’ancienne galanterie” and that women “ont perdu l’envie de 
plaire par des manières douces et modestes” (92). The reversal of roles is in 
line with the lifestyle of the mondaines in the second half of seventeenth 
century France, who were not at all contrary to the idea of pursuing male 
lovers. One has only to peruse the portraits found in the Grand Dictionnaire 
des précieuses to find anecdotes about précieuses who took drastic measures 
to win the hearts of men, such as “Coriolane,” who went as far as to give a 
love potion to the object of her affections.16 That is not to say that their 
efforts are rewarded. In these anecdotes, as in the plays we have seen, the 
object of their affection is often repulsed by their aggressive behavior, 
demonstrating that the bold endeavors of women and female characters 
alike prove to be often fruitless, and seen as absurd. Thus they are 
                                         
15  See Le Blanc 18. “Je vous conseille mesmes, de ne point viser plus haut que vostre 
portée. Car si vous avez une femme notablement plus noble, plus riche, & mesme 
plus belle & plus adroite que vous: vous estes dans un evident peril, qu’au lieu 
d’une femme qui vous obeïsse selon son devoir: vous n’en ayez une qui fasse la 
maistresse & qui vous gourmande.”  
16  See Le Grand Dictionnaire 1: 258-9.  
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condemned to occupy a tragic space – imprisoned by bienséances and double 
standards. A woman who acts on her emotions will not be rewarded. Mme 
de Lambert explains the rules of the game for women in Réflexions sur la 
femme: “Elles [les femmes] ne sont gardées que par leur pudeur et par les 
bienséances [...]. C’est des désirs et des desseins des hommes, de la pudeur 
et de la retenue des femmes que se forme le commerce” (92).  
Although humorous in nature, Durand’s plays join the ranks of those 
dramatic works which “led a general protest movement against acts of 
tyranny in sentimental matters” (Gibson 49). Condemnation of the marriage 
of convenience and the severity of the law towards women who do not 
prove themselves as perfect models of chastity is implicit in the ironic 
situations found in these dramatic proverbs. The female characters believe 
that they are entitled to the same privileges to which men are entitled, 
mainly gallantry – and are taken by surprise when their actions backfire on 
them.  
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